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The Fable as a Global Genre:
Marie de France, Ulrich Bonerius, Don Juan Manuel,
and Kalila and Dimna
Albrecht Classen
University of Arizona
As much as recent scholarship has tried to develop a new approach toward
world or global literature, the essential problem continues that in those efforts
simply writers and poets from the various countries and continents are placed
side by side without any consideration of inter- and transdisciplinarity, if not
shared meaning and critical exchange. Drawing from the tradition of medieval
fable literature, however, we face a truly productive approach in recognizing what
global literature could really entail since the various writers across the continents
addressed, broadly speaking, the same issues and fundamentally agreed on the
critical values in all of human life. Studying fables within the framework of
world literature opens intriguing perspectives because differences in the use of
language, the cultural framework, the religious background, and the literary
sources employed by the various writers basically fall away. This allows us to
recognize a universal discourse on the essential concerns in all of human life,
whether we look at Persian, French, German, or Spanish fables. Vices and virtues
have been with people throughout time across the world, so it is little wonder
that fable authors can be identified as some of the most important contributors to
global literature.

Globalism Past and Present
‘Global,’ a very fashionable term today, means that humankind at
large slowly but surely realizes that we are all living under similar
or even the same conditions and either profit or suffer from them
and can no longer hide within our parochial territory as a safe haven
from dangers coming from outside. In order to survive here on earth
as the human race we must accept the fact that we all contribute both
negatively and positively to this world, and in order to preserve it for
future generations we all must do our part and help. I like to think
that even this short article will support those efforts by way of raising
our historical-cultural awareness, understanding, and sensitivity
concerning universal aspects that have been relevant for all people
here on earth throughout time, whether they knew or accepted it or not.
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Undoubtedly, our generation is not at all the first one to realize
that; other cultures had already developed extensive perspectives
about themselves and the many peoples and societies beyond
them. To be sure, the Romans had entertained a kind of global
economic and cultural network and indirectly had contacts even
with the Chinese; the Vikings during the early Middle Ages
developed their own global outreach, traveling, looting, settling,
fighting, and meeting people from Newfoundland all the way
to the Black Sea, Russia, and Persia; since the seventh century
the Muslim world opened up global dimensions in their world
exploration/conquest; and the Christian Europeans created their
unique universal perspective since the end of the fifteenth century.1
Currently, a global market economy seems to connect people across
the world, which is additionally promoted by global tourism, but we
tend to forget that a truly global approach in our life would entail
much more profound human interconnectivity creating a sense of
shared values and ideals pertaining to, e.g., justice and freedom,
aesthetics and spirituality, social responsibility and embracing the
human community.2 By focusing on medieval fable literature from
several different language areas, this paper intends to demonstrate
that a global society has actually always existed predicated on
fundamental values and ideals shared by people across all borders
and boundaries.3 Irrespective of religious or ideological differences,
all great world leaders have consistently subscribed to those
universal concepts, whether we think of Lao Tze, Confucius,
Gautama Buddha, Socrates, Jesus Christ, Marcus Aurelius,
1 Hansen, The Year 1000.
2 These issues have already been discussed by many intellectuals; see, for instance, James,
Globalism, Nationalism; James and Steger, Globalization and Culture; see also the online
article, http://www.polyarchy.org/essays/english/globalism.html; Nye, “Globalism Versus
Globalization. https://www.theglobalist.com/globalism-versus-globalization/.
3 Aldridge, The Reemergence of World Literature. By contrast, Capoferro, “Fables and
the Fantastic,” 1605-10, proves to be little insightful because he quickly sidetracks the entire
issue by sliding entirely into the world of fictional literature and without paying attention to
fables and to the medieval tradition.
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Saladin, Mahatma Gandhi, Dalai Lama, Eleanor Roosvelt, Albert
Einstein, Mother Teresa, Nelson Mandela, or Ruth Bader Ginsberg.
On a more esoteric level, virtually the entire intellectual elite across
the globe today is in an agreement that we live in a heliocentric
universe, that the earth is ca. 13 billion years old, that evolution
is the fundamental mechanism bringing about constant change in
the cycle of life, and that the ongoing robotization and digitization
is affecting the entire world population, though not every group or
individual at the same pace and with the same intensity. What will
this transhumanism mean and bring for us in the next decades?4
Global is Human
Global factors have thus always determined human existence, and
we profit the most from all historical research if we accept the direct
connections between our world and that from the past in a universal
framework since there is no guarantee at all that old foes of human
life will not come back and exert their impact on people around the
globe.5 Dealing with evil, as Beowulf did with the dragon (ca. 700),
engaging with love and marriage as Marie de France did in her lais
(ca. 1200), searching for honor as Gawain did in the anonymous
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (ca. 1370), facing death as the
Plowman did in Johannes von Tepl’s Plowman from Bohemia (ca.
1400), laughing about human beings as Sebastian Brant did in his
Ship of Fools (1494), or searching for the inner truth as Dr. Faustus
did in the anonymous novel from 1587, represents essential tasks we
in the Humanities are asked to handle and to come to terms with in a
critical, hopefully also comparative fashion. True literature knows no
barriers, is not limited by linguistic hurdles, and is not hampered by
religious or political differences because it addresses fundamentally
4 Sorger, “Transhumanism,” 15‒18 https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.apaonline.org/resource/
collection/EADE8D52-8D02-4136-9A2A-729368501E43/ComputersV18n2.pdf ; Welsh,
Ethics and Security.
5 Joseph P. Byrne, The Black Death; Pest: Die Geschichte eines Menschheitstraumas;
Aberth, Plagues in World History; The Oxford Handbook of Global Studies; Headrick,
Humans Versus Nature.
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human concerns and the critical issues determining all. But how
do we practically engage with the global through literary means
without becoming victims of almost meaningless universalism?
All existence has always been subject to the same forces within
the same framework of birth and death, irrespective of the cultural
conditions, rituals, ceremonial criteria, etc. The rest falls into the
categories of culture, political systems, and religion, i.e., the humanmade supra-structures, but even in those areas there are universal
similarities which allow us to move easily from the present to the
past and back again. What has been most challenging for people
throughout time has been their desire to determine, structure, regulate,
or guide the human interactions by means of laws, rules, principles,
norms, ideals, and values. No society exists without those, but every
stricture has also provoked counter-movements, whether we call them
illegal and criminal or revolutionary and liberating. In short, the issue
depends on the interaction between the individual and the collective.
Naturally, this always has led to frictions, conflicts, even violence.
Tragically, of course, when looking back, we also witness extensive
abuse of laws and the rule of the authorities throughout time, if we
think of the Inquisition, the witch craze, the Holocaust committed
by the Nazis under Hitler, and the Holodomor by the Russian
Communists under Stalin. Humankind does not seem to grow up
and shed the worst of its own inclinations. Instead, (no) thanks to
globalism, the necessary weapons to cause massive damage and death
to a people (genocide) are shipped all over the world, securing huge
profits for the dealers and bringing countless suffering to the victims.
Let us then be clear, literature and the Humanities unequivocally
prove to be essential platforms for the exploration and determination
of what constitutes to be human, whether we are concerned with the
quest for God, for the self, for culture, for love, for happiness, or
with the quest for the meaning of life and death.6 The desire to realize
global perspectives seems to miss this point to some extent when
conceived only as an additive process, and yet might be right on target,
6 Classen, “The Amazon Rainforest,” online at: file:///C:/Users/aclassen/Downloads/
humanities-09-00004.pdf; id., “The Past as the Key for the Future,” 147-70: online at:
https://www.athensjournals.gr/philology/2019-6-3-1-Classen.pdf; id., “Reflections on
Key Issues in Human Life” online at: file:///C:/Users/aclassen/Downloads/humanities09-00121.pdf.
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depending on how we approach the issue, especially as integratively
and communicatively as possible.7 Creating an epistemological
tapestry with countless threads and knots taken from every continent
might not be the best approach at first, particularly because this
could result in an incohesive patchwork without much meaning. By
contrast, focusing on what appears to have been universally shared
concerns and efforts by people across time and space opens significant
windows toward a meaningful global analysis predicated at least
on some interdisciplinary, if not transdisciplinary methodology.8
The Fable as a Global Player
For this paper, I want to focus on one literary genre which appears
to have been highly popular in many different cultures both past and
present, the fable, and which thus could serve well as a foundation
for global explorations within the humanities.9 While the western
world was deeply influenced by Aesop and his creations, the eastern
world, and then also African or American cultures, witnessed their
own compositions of fables. In fact, we can talk here about a universal
phenomenon, whether the individual poets knew each other or not
insofar as fables address the fundamental human conditions which are
shared across the world and throughout times. The common values and
ideals of fables have always been those that make constructive social
interactions possible by exposing human frailty and shortcomings.
Curiously, early members of the Catholic Church had formulated this
already in very powerful terms by identifying a list of seven deadly
sins (Pope Gregory I, 590), which are, unfortunately, the same the
human race continues to suffer from until today, and the seven virtues
7 Weltdeutungen und Weltreligionen; Heng, “Early Globalities,” 232–51; eadem, “Reinventing Race,“ 358-66; Darge, “Wahre Welt,” 25-45; Conrad, What is Global History?; Wenzlhuemer, Doing Global History.
8 Bołtuć, “Transdisciplinary Humanities,” Humanities Open Access (forthcoming).
9 Modernism, Postcolonialism, and Globalism; World Literature, Cosmopolitanism, Globality; see also, regarding the great relevance of international organizations to address
global issues, Rohac, In Defense of Globalism. I have engaged with the same issue in
another study, “Persia in German Baroque Literature.”
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(Prudentius, d. 410) ‒ our universal human ideals and values.10
Preachers, confessors, and other figures of high prestige and authority
have mostly controlled the power to address those sins directly, but
most writers need to resort to a literary veil to protect themselves
from the authorities. The fable, predicated on speaking and acting
animals, has always served exceedingly well to formulate criticism,
mockery, protest, or warnings without facing immediate counterattacks.11 Globalism, here more defined as humanistic universalism,
finds its most vivid and valuable expression in fable literature,
whether the individual poets knew of each other’s works or not.
While the teachings of the Church were of a highly theological
nature, the fables appealed to ordinary people and simplified the
issues through the use of practical examples. In order to build on a
small scale a basic model for how we can meaningfully pursue global
literature already in the Middle Ages, I will subsequently examine
the fables by the Anglo-Norman Marie de France, the Swiss-German
Ulrich Bonerius, by the Castilian prince Don Juan Manuel, and the
famous collection of medieval Indian (Panchatantra) later translated
into the Persian fables, Kalila and Dimna. We find many other fable
collections also in Arabic, such as Marzubannama by Marzuban
(ca. 1220) or Fakihat al-Khulafa’ wa Mufakahat al-Zurafa’ by
Ahmad ibn Arabshah (1389–1450), and we could easily widen our
perspective by including fables also from other cultures and languages
throughout the world.12 In essence, however, the fundamental
concerns by all those poets from the classical to the medieval
period, and from then until today, do not seem to have changed
profoundly; the issue always is focused on human virtues and vices.
10 Wagner, The Seven Liberal Arts; Rubin and Sells, “Fable,” 400–01; Blöcker, Studien
zur Ikonographie; see also the very useful, even if not fully scholarly, article online: https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seven_deadly_sins (last accessed on Jan. 20, 2021).
����������
Coenen, Die Gattung Fabel.
������������������������������������������������������
As to the genre of the European fable, see Dithmar, Die Fabel: Geschichte, Struktur,
Didaktik; Coenen, Die Gattung Fabel. But, to reemphasize this important point, fables
were written all over the world; see, for instance, Singh, The Rani of Jhansi; Elswit, The
East Asian Story Finder; Eberhard, Chinese Fables & Parables, 15
.
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Fables as Timeless and Universal Literature
Fables have been recognized as critically important contributions to
literature for a long time, and we would carry coals to Newcastle if
we were to review and discuss the scholarly discourse on this genre
going back well more than two hundred years by now once again.
A modern definition of the fable, concise and yet comprehensive,
would be: “A brief verse or prose narrative of description, whose
characters may be animals . . . or inanimate objects . . . acting like
humans; or, less frequently, personified abstractions . . . or human
types, whether literal . . . or metaphorical . . . . The narrative or
description may be preceded, followed, or interrupted by a separate,
relatively abstract statement of the f[able]’s theme or thesis.”13 Fables
have been composed in all of world literature and have constituted
a major genre because they contain a significant didactic message
which is regularly contained within an entertaining narrative about
human misfortune, success, failures, misery, happiness, ignorance
and stupidity, and intelligence and wit.14 As Ian Gordon formulates it,
In broad terms, a beast fable, or apologue as it is occasionally called
(see separate entry), is a form of allegory. It tells a story on one level
which clearly points to further meaning on another level. The animals,
or inanimate things, which act or speak in the story at the narrative level,
represent a different meaning when their actions, or conversations, are
interpreted by the reader at a human level. It is of the essence that the
classical, or Aesopian, fable should be short, vivid, and to the point. One
of its principal features is that its allegorical meaning conveys some sort of
moral, social, or political lesson. The author describes animals or inanimate
things conversing in human speech in order to illustrate some precept,
such as prudence. Such precepts are usually more effective when pithy.15
13 Rubin and Sells, “Fable,” (see note 10), 400. See also the detailed and precise article
“Fabel” in Gero von Wilpert, Sachwörterbuch, 254-55, which comes along with an extensive bibliography
������������
Blackham, The Fable as Literature; Dicke and Grubmüller, Die Fabeln des Mittelalters,
60; see now also Caspi and Greene, Parables. For a collection of Chinese fables, see Davis
and Chow-Leung, Chinese Fables and Folk Stories; for a short selection of African fables,
see https://www.worldoftales.com/African_folktales.html#gsc.tab=0 (last accessed on July
20, 2020). For Arabic fables, see Marzubannama by Marzuban (ca. 1220) or Fakihat alKhulafa’ wa Mufakahat al-Zurafa’ by Ahmad ibn Arabshah (1389–1450).
15 Gordon, “Fable,” The Literary Encyclopedia. First published 28 December 2006; https://
www.litencyc.com/php/stopics.php?rec=true&UID=37 (last accessed on Jan. 20, 2021).
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Some of the most influential and popular fables ever written, apart
from those by Aesop, originated in India, compiled in the collection
known as Kalila and Dimna, or the Bidpai Fables, from around the
third century B.C.E., which I will discuss more at length below.
The available corpus is, of course, so huge that we could not
even do justice to it in an entire monograph. Instead, the purpose
here is to observe a selection of commonly shared ideals and
values and to identify hence some of the crucial reasons why
particularly fables spread so much across the world and appealed
to audiences throughout time. The fable as such can thus be
identified as a contributor to globalism. In order to illustrate this
phenomenon, I will focus on three European collections of fables
from the Middle Ages and one collection from medieval India.
Marie de France
Each of our source texts has already been extensively discussed
by scholarship, so it will not be necessary to go into every detail
once again. Instead, the focus will rest on the phenomenon that
these fables, irrespective of their specific historical and cultural
context, fundamentally addressing universal issues critically
important in all of human life.16 The subsequent selection of
examples can only be subjective, but the overall conclusions will
allow us to comprehend more in detail the global ethical, moral,
political, and philosophical concerns which she shared with other
fable authors. I will deliberately focus on some of her fables
that have mostly escaped scholars’ attention, but I will argue
that they are just as valuable within any humanistic context as
countless other fables by authors across languages and cultures.
In “Des lievres e des reines” (no. 22), the hares make up their mind to
leave their home because they are too much bothered and endangered
by dogs and people. But when they get to a pond with frogs which all
have jumped into the water for safety, they realize the foolishness of
16 Marie de France, Fables. See also Bloch, The Anonymous Marie de France, 111-205;
Kinoshita and McCracken, Marie de France, 91-104
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their efforts. They are only aiming for a pipe dream, hoping to find
safety in a utopian world, and yet such an ideal existence would not
be possible to come by: “For such a land you’ll never see / Where
one has not a thing to fear” (28‒29). In her epimythium – a very
common narrative feature of fables at large – Marie remarks that
life is never going to be absolutely safe and secure, free from all toil
and struggle. She does not address the issue of political freedom,
certainly an important topic in many other of her fables, but she warns
her readers about leaving their homes just because they imagine
that the grass is greener on the other side of the fence – already a
proverbial statement. Moreover, as we are told, life is determined
by constant endeavors, conflicts, miscommunication, and danger,
but running away from the challenges will not solve them at all.
In “De la chalve suriz” (no. 23), the issue focuses on the problem
of treason, certainly a universal issue dealt with by every society
in the world with harsh counter-measures.17 When a war breaks
out between the animals and the birds, the bat watches from the
sideline to determine quickly who the prospective victor would be.
Since the animals at first seem to enjoy superiority, the bat joins
them, until the fortune of war tips with the birds overwhelming their
opponents. The bat immediately abandons the animals and wants to
be part of the birds, which they observe with disgust, so they bring
the bat to a trial, whereupon the Creator condemns the bat never
to be able to see either animals or birds, or to see the daylight in
the first place. As the narrator then emphasizes, traitors deserve to
be treated like that, receiving punishment for their lack of loyalty.
Specifically, any vassal ought to observe his pledge of commitment
to the lord and should not waver at all; the punishment for treason as
in this case would be the loss of honor and possessions (61). Shame
and ill repute would be the outcome of such a lukewarm supporter
who would always look out only for his own advantage and thus
would betray all values. We do not need to go into further details or
to look for historical, political, or military examples to determine
17 Treason: Medieval and Early Modern; Classen, “Treason,” 13–29; https://www.sryahwapublications.com/journal-of-philosophy-and-ethics/pdf/v1-i4/2.pdf.; Verräter: Geschichte eines Deutungsmusters.
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the extremely negative evaluation of treason in all human societies,
so it does not come as a surprise that Marie also voiced her clear
condemnation of this ethical and political crime through this fable.
Very similar to this case proves to be the next one where a widow
immediately betrays her deceased husband whom she pretends to
mourn next to his recently dug grave. When another man appears
who needs her help to cover for his crime – he had cut down a relative
from the gallows in order to bury that man so that the family shame
would no longer be visible, although the king had threatened the
same punishment if anyone dared to do so – she falls for his erotic
seduction, offers him to dig up her dead husband and to hang him
in the other man’s stead. Although not a fable in the narrow sense
of the word, Marie’s text underscores the same concept, her harsh
condemnation of those who betray all trust placed in them.
The basic plot can be traced through many channels back to the
antique account of the “Widow of Ephesus” by Petronius (Satyricon
xi; first century C.E.), but there are many examples in medieval
historical accounts confirming the common interest to protect
families from public shaming by way of hiding the corpse of an
executed person.18 Although Marie perpetuates here the ancient
stereotype of the unreliable wife, certainly a misogynist concept, and
this even by a female writer, the narrative fits well into her general
concern about treason as a grave danger to the social, ethical, and
moral cohesion of any society.
A most remarkable case proves to be “Del lu e de l’escarbot” (no.
65) in which a beetle crawls into a wolf’s anus and makes him
totally terrified. Subsequently, a war is declared between the fourlegged animals and the insects, which quickly turns out victorious
for the latter as soon as a wasp has stung the hart in the side. The
narrator emphasizes that the fable teaches us to respect the simple
folks who, when amassed, can easily gain the upper hand: “The
lesser know best how, indeed, / To aid themselves in times of
need” (59‒60) – certainly a stunning comment from a writer who
18 Spiegel, trans. (see note 16), 270; Roeske, Venus und Aphrodite; Colton, “The Story of
the Widow of Ephesus,” 35-52; Chaplin, “Widow of Ephesus,” at: https://www.purplemotes.net/2015/06/14/widow-of-ephesus/, with numerous references to additional medieval
renderings of the same story; Wheatley, “Rereading the Story of the Widow of Ephesus,”
627-43. Cf. Schmitz-Esser, Der Leichnam im Mittelalter, 529-31, 536, et passim.
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herself belonged to the highest echelons of medieval feudal society!
Finally, in “Del leün malade, del cerf, e del gupil” (no. 71), a
sick ion is advised to eat a deer’s heart to recover. While the
deer manages two times to get away from being killed, it is no
longer lucky the third time. The focus, however, rests on the
fox who secretly eats the heart itself and then denies it all when
a court is assembled to determine the culprit. The fox defends
itself successfully by insisting that a deer who would be caught
and killed for the lion’s sake despite previous warnings could not
have had a heart. This excuse appears acceptable to the lion, so
the fox goes scot-free, which leads the narrator to formulate this
epimythium: “The wise man has more acumen. / His talk deceives
the other, who / Believes the smart man’s lies are true” (72‒74).
On the one hand, the criticism targets the foolish deer who comes
back to the very same court where they want to kill it; on the
other, the fable exposes the fox for its deceptiveness and smart
talk which helps it to get out of even the worst possible scenario.
Although Marie employs the term “sage” for the fox and people
like it, she really means to condemn the false talkers and liars
who know how to turn everything around by creating, what is
now the modern term, fake news or fake accounts, which thus
gets them off the hook, although they are completely guilty.
There are many other fables in which the poet warns her audience
about foolishness, ignorance, arrogance, and plain stupidity, and
presents cases where individuals do not want to listen to advice and
do not take any precaution in plain sight of mortal danger, such as
in “De la bisse e de sun feon” (no. 92). The fawn does not want to
pay attention to its mother’s warning because it does not understand
the hunter’s preparation to kill them. The poet hence concludes:
“For many men these words are apt: / Fools do not cry until they’re
trapped. / When fools don’t heed what wisdom says, / They’re
dupes of their own stupid ways” (33‒36). And finally, at least for
our discussion, in “Del gupil e del chat” (no. 99), a cat and a fox
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spend time together, and the latter brags to the cat that it would
know hundred tricks how to escape from the dogs. The cat admits
knowing only one, which it then also applies immediately when the
dogs chase after them, jumping into a thorn bush where it is safe.
The fox is lost, caught by the dogs, and the cat calls out to it in vain to
resort to its wealth of strategies to get out of this calamity, but it is too
late, especially because the fox had only bragged to the cat. For the
narrator, the conclusion is quite obvious, and so for us. Liars cannot
be trusted, and a “sage can trip them up, if he / But listens to them
carefully” (43‒44). But more importantly, which might actually go
beyond the actual content of the fable, and yet holds absolutely true:
“An honest man is held more true, / His words more often heeded, too,
/ More suasive in a legal case / Than anything a liar says” (45‒48).
Before Marie concludes her collection with an epilogue, she also
alerts her audience in “De la femme e de sa geline” (no. 103) that it
would be in vain to try to change people’s nature, as illustrated by
a hen which just needs to scratch in the ground to find some food
even if its lady would place a basket filled with grain in front of
it. Even if people were to gain many riches, as we learn from the
epimythium, “And yet they cannot change, indeed, / Their nature
or accustomed ways, / The lust within, for all their days” (24‒26).
There are many more examples we could cite here to confirm that
Marie’s fables emerge as a true treasure trove of universal truths,
insights, and valuable advice.19 She has much to say about political
injustice, dictatorship, even tyranny, she warns about injustice,
unfairness, repression by the mighty and powerful, and she alerts
her readers/listeners about the danger of individual foolishness,
stupidity, and carelessness, and this in a dangerous world. If we
did not know that she completed her collection sometime around
1190/1200, we could have easily dated her texts in modern times
because her teachings are of timeless relevance and value.20
19 Classen, “A Medieval Woman,” 1-13; http://rupkatha.com/V12/n2/v12n201.pdf.
20 While it would be impossible to engage with the large number of specialized studies on
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We can identify some of the major classical and early medieval fable
collections by Aesop, Phaedrus, Babrius, Avianus, the Romulus
(later known as Isopets) as sources used by Marie, but many other
oral folk tales and fables from around the by then known world
might have influenced her as well.21 We can confirm solidly that she
was an unabashed poetic voice who resolutely utilized the genre
of the fable to express much sharp criticism of her contemporaries
in their moral, ethical, spiritual shortcomings and in their failure
to practice their mind more clearly. She also did not hesitate to
voice strong opposition to the abuse of power by the high and
mighty of her time, such as in “Del lu e de l’aignel” (no. 2), “De la
suriz e de la reine” (no. 3), or “Del chien e de la berbiz” (no. 4).22
Wherever we turn in her collection of fables, we constantly discover
a wise poet who appears to have had a very good comprehension
of human nature and could speak about it in a way which proves
to be understandable until today, where- and whoever we are.
Ulrich Bonerius
German scholarship tends to call this Bernese Dominican priest
without the Latinizing ending of his name, Boner. He completed
his Der Edelstein around 1350 and drew, very similar to Marie de
France, from a variety of the same ancient sources, and then added
Marie’s fables, see, especially Whalen, “‘Par ceste fable’: Fabliaux and Marie de France’s
Isopet,” 517-32. Theoretical attempts to read race into Marie’s fables, as attempted recently
by Annika Pattenaude, “Fabled Difference,” 143-58, do not make sense to me. She observes, correctly, that Marie identifies class differences, but she misreads those comments
as a confirmation of the traditional class structure, which the poet does not reject, but also
does not approve, depending on the circumstance. Race must enter the picture in this reading because it is allegedly always implicated in all medieval texts where power elements
are reflected on. Theory here trumps critical philology.
21 Warnke, Die Quellen, 128. Based on the table of contents, he does not reach any significant alternative insights than Warnke; it remains obvious, but unprovable whether Marie
had access to those non-European sources. Laïd. L’élaboration du recueil de fables de
Marie de France. Due to COVID-19, I could not consult the book, but see online: https://
www.honorechampion.com/fr/index.php?controller=attachment&id_attachment=1904.
22 Classen, “The People Rise Up,” 17-29. See also the anthology Medieval Political Theory: A Reader: The Quest for the Body-Politic, 24-25.
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a number of his own compositions, as the Anglo-Norman poet had
done, into the fold of his exactly one hundred fables.23 Apart from
parallels in the use of sources, Bonerius also addressed countless
topics concerning human shortcomings, foibles, ignorance, and
vices. It would be a disservice to future Medieval Studies to read
either poet in isolation, especially because the didactic messages
contained in this anthology of fables are of such a universal,
timeless value and resonate across cultures and periods.24
Drawing from the subheadings provided for each fable, we can
quickly gain a clear understanding of the range of topics addressed in
each fable: lack of understanding (no. 1), sloth and suffering (no. 2),
slander (no. 3), unjust violence (no. 5), disloyalty and deception (no.
6), false witnesses (no. 7), evil company (no. 8), excessive greed (no.
9), thanklessness (no. 11), mockery by the fools (no. 14), evil advice
(no. 17), foolish vanity (no. 18), lack of foresight (no. 23), distrust (no.
28), excessive fear (no. 29), roguery (no. 37), vanity (no. 39), hypocrisy
(no. 43), lack of constancy (no. 44), arrogance (no. 46), treason (no.
55), self-love (no. 56), envy and hatred (no. 60), unjust punishment
(no. 65), fake bragging (no. 68), and ingratitude (no. 71), etc.
There are many parallels with much of medieval didactic literature,
whether we think of Thomasin of Zerklaere or Hugo of Trimberg,
to mention just two of the most important Middle High German
representatives active before this Swiss Dominican author.25 Bonerius
fully embraced his self-set task to reach out to people, to present to
them entertaining verse narratives, and thus to provide them with
23 The Fables of Ulrich Bonerius; for recent critical studies, see Classen, “Literature as a
Tool of Epistemology,” 1-19; https://newliteraria.com/; id., “Ulrich Bonerius,” online at:
https://www.litencyc.com/php/speople.php?rec=true&UID=14687.
�������������������������������������������������
Classen, “Zeitlose Lebenslehren,” to appear in Vergangenheit – Gegenwart – Zukunft.
Mediävistische Perspektiven im 21. Jahrhundert: Festschrift Ingrid Bennewitz, ed. Andrea
Schindler; id., “Einblicke in den Alltag des 14. ����������������������������������������
Jahrhunderts. Die Fabeln des Ulrich Bonerius: Der Edelstein,” to appear in Études Germaniques; id., “Two Great Fable Authors
from the Middle Ages – Marie de France and Ulrich Bonerius. New Perspectives on the
Reception of an Ancient Literary Genre,” to appear in Medievalia et Humanistica.
������������
Sowinski, Lehrhafte Dichtung des Mittelalters, 103; Dichtung und Didaxe, 9; Prodesse
et delectare
.
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fundamental teachings, mostly hidden behind the veil of animal lore.
There is much more, however, to each fable or account – sometimes,
as in the case of Marie, there are not even animals involved. Bonerius
has the individual animals interact with each other in complex debates,
there tends to be considerable development in the narratives, and
there is always an epimythium with the poet’s own interpretation.
Let us examine just a handful of his fables to gain a better
understanding of this poet’s approach to the genre. In “Of a
Snail and an Eagle” (no. 64), which is not included in Marie’s
collection, a snail bitterly complains about its inability to fly, so it
approaches an eagle to ask for help. But, instead of teaching the
snail how to fly, the eagle only carries the snail in its talons, and
once it is high up in the air, it lets it drop to the ground, which
shatters the miserable snail’s shell, of course. It still can speak and
voice what it has learned: “he who desires / what its nature does
not grant, / must pay for it dearly” (p. 153, 37‒39). However, this
is not the full outcome; instead, the poet intervenes, as is usually
the case, and comments on several points. First, honor can only
be achieved if the person desiring it invests a lot of effort. Second,
the narrator himself confesses that he would never desire what
nature cannot provide to him, which reminds us immediately of
Reinhold Niebuhr’s famous “Serenity Prayer,” first coined in 1932.26
Furthermore, Bonerius urges his audience to strive for “stable
peace” (p. 153, v. 45) and to stay away from such adventurous
but futile, if not foolish desires. Finally, addressing those who
are stubborn enough to aim for skills that are really beyond their
reach, he recommends that they ought to wait until they would
have developed enough plumage to fly: “since no one without
feathers should try to fly” (p. 153, v. 50). The mockery is obvious,
but so is the serious warning not to go beyond one’s own nature,
as the silly snail tried to do with disastrous consequences.
������������
Goldberg, Geschichte des Gebets; see the outline online about various versions. https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serenity_Prayer#:~:text=It%20is%20commonly%20quoted%20
as,wisdom%20to%20know%20the%20difference. The common formula is: “God, grant
me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, / courage to change the things I can, /
and wisdom to know the difference.”
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A rather unusual, yet highly meaningful fable proves to be “Of the
Sun and the Wind” (no. 66) where the two big forces, the Sun and
the Wind, compete against each other trying to gain the recognition
by Jupiter as to who is the mightier one. As the narrator emphasizes
from the start, arrogance and pride motivated this fight and should
never have erupted because no good result could be expected from
it. The wind is the instigator of the challenge, and both then go to
Jupiter to ask for a judgment. In order to determine this case, both
then must try to force a man to take off his clothes on his own.
They select an unsuspecting pilgrim on the road, but when the storm
blows with all its might, making the man freeze and shudder, the
former holds even more tightly to his clothing in order to stay warm.
As soon as it is the sun’s turn, it shines intensively on the pilgrim,
who is immediately pleased with this change of weather and
happily takes off his coat and suit. This settles the case, and Jupiter
can easily determine that the sun indeed is much stronger than
the wind (p. 157). As simple as this didactic tale proves to be,
the poet’s subsequent comments deserve our full attention. First,
he emphasizes that rude force rarely if ever achieves the desired
effect; second, rude behavior is especially useless because it is the
source of evil. In order to change a situation or a condition, a soft
and gentle approach would be the only efficient method because
“You win without great effort / with softness and patience. / He who
wants to live and prosper / should not be rude” (p. 157, v. 57‒60).
In another quasi-fable – quasi because it involves two friends and
a bear – we learn about the fundamental value of true friendship,
which was of greatest significance in the Middle Ages and the early
modern age.27 In “Of Two Fellows and a Bear” (no. 73), two men
track through a forest having sworn complete loyalty and trust to
each other. But as soon as a dangerous bear suddenly approaches
them, one of them quickly flees up to the top of a tree, abandoning
the other man. In his desperation, the latter simply drops to the
ground in the hope that the bear might assume that he is dead and
27 Friendship in the Middle Ages.
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thus would leave him alone. Indeed, that is the case, although
the bear sniffs around his head and only then leaves him alone.
Once the situation is clear again, the other friend comes
climbing down and then inquires about what the bear might have
whispered into his ears. The response by the other rips apart all
pretenses and exposes clearly what was wrong in that situation:
. . . “You ought to be more on guard
of him who is sitting in the tree,
that’s my advice to you!
After all, when it is getting very dangerous,
he will abandon you because he is the red one.” (p. 172, 41‒48)

The reference to the ‘red one’ is an anti-Jewish comment, which
does not concern us here.28 Instead, the critical point is Bonerius’s
warning about false friends who cannot be relied on, whereas truly
good friends bring out the best in oneself (v. 53). Dangers thus serve
exceedingly well to test an individual’s loyalty, but most people would,
unfortunately, not pass that test: “A true friend is a rare treasure” (v. 59).
In “Of a Goose that Laid a Golden Egg” (no. 80), a man owns a
miraculous goose, but he is not content with what it produces every
day. Out of excessive greed, he thus decides to kill the goose and to
cut it open to get all the golden eggs he suspects to be inside at once.
As the poet emphasizes: “His greedy heart wanted too much, / which
he had to regret at the end” (p. 189, v. 17‒18). The message contained
in this fable is very obvious and does not need to be dissected in
detail. However, Bonerius goes one step further, as is often case in
his closing statements, and offers a sort of Boethian teaching about
the true nature of all goods. Extreme greed would only bring about
disappointment because the hunger for material goods can never
be satisfied. The more one owns, the more there is fear of losing
those goods (p. 189, v. 31‒33). In addition, which closely mirrors
Boethius’s observations in his famous De consolatione philosophiae
(ca. 524), “. . . It is the nature of goods / that they have never satisfied
/ a heart, irrespective of what people are saying” (p. 190, v. 35‒37).29
28 Gow, The Red Jews, 65.
29 There is much research on Boethius; see, most recently, Classen, “The Human Quest for
Happiness and Meaning,”): 179-206 (http://www.athensjournals.gr/humanities/2018-5-23-Classen.pdf); id., “Literature as a Tool of Epistemology,” 1-19; https://newliteraria.com/;
Astell, Job, Boethius, and Epic Truth.
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Let us examine briefly one more fable to gain conclusive and
exhaustive evidence for the argument that fable authors have always
spoken about and to all people throughout time and across the world.
In “Of Four Oxen and a Wolf” (no. 84), there are four strong oxen
who enjoy a close friendship and help each other out whenever there
is a need. Their bonds make them so strong that no other animal
ever dares to attack them, until one day a wolf arrives who takes
one of the oxen aside and starts talking about treasonous behavior
by the others. Ironically, the wolf himself claims to be the oxen’s
friend (p. 199, v. 29), whereas the others it pretends want to kill him,
which turns truth upside down – almost a reminder of the slanderous
abuse of the public media in modern western societies, especially in
the USA (see the wide-spread slogan of the allegedly ‘fake news’).
The wolf spreads the same false rumors among the other three
oxen, and each one of them believes rather this sly creature than
the former friends, meaning “they lost the trust in the others” (p.
200, v. 50). Once the four animals are so misled about the others,
they all separate from each other, which gives the wolf free rein
finally to attack one of them, killing and eating it, without the
others coming to its rescue. The same then happens to the other
three oxen, which the narrator comments by stating: “malice
makes many people feel sorry [at the end]” (p. 200, v. 56).
The narrator strongly warns his audience to resist evil rumors
and not to believe made-up stories because all that would destroy
even the best friendship: “Lying hurts the soul” (p. 201, v. 79).
Since each ox believed the wolf’s deceptive words, instead of
communicating openly with the others, they all lost their faith
in the friends, and when danger approached one of them, none
rushed to his help. True friendship, by contrast, would have
helped them all to preserve their lives, certainly a universal theme
which would resonate throughout the world, both then and today.
As Bonerius concludes in his epilogue, although his fables
were written in a simple language, they contain, as he claims,
deep wisdom hidden underneath the external cover, the peel of
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the sweet fruit. While many contemporaries would use highly
sophisticated language in their sermons or advice, without knowing
really what they are saying, these fables provide true pearls
of deep understanding, so “He who reads it or listens to those
who read it to him, / will always be blessed” (p. 246, v. 33‒34).
The ultimate truth conveyed in his Edelstein might hence be
contained in the last story, “Of a King and a Barber” (no. 100) –
not a fable, but included in a collection of fables – where a king
pays a wise master a high price for his advice offered on the
market. The man only writes down these words: “‘You ought to
keep in mind / the end of your deeds and remember / what will
happen with yourself in the future . . .’” (p. 242‒43, v. 35‒37).
Those words the king then has inscribed over the door to his private
chamber, and those indeed then protect his life. A barber is hired by
a group of courtiers who would like to see the king assassinated and
hope to use him for that purpose. However, when the barber reads the
epitaph, he is deeply shocked, trembles, pales, and thus betrays himself
and quickly confesses once apprehended what his intention had been.
In the epimythium, Bonerius formulates his own message as clear as
can be, and it certainly speaks to all people globally throughout time:
“He who wants to keep the end in mind, / will not regret earlier deeds.
/ The end is the crown, not the struggle itself” (p. 244, v. 91‒93). Such
an insight could not be claimed by representatives just of Christianity
or Judaism, but of Buddhism, Hinduism, or Islam, etc. This is true
wisdom, and this last fable by Bonerius carries this timeless message.
Juan Manuel, El Conde Lucanor
One of the best medieval Castilian writers was Don Juan Manuel
(1282–1348), whose collection of fables, El Conde Lucanor, or
Libro de los ejemplos del conde Lucanor y de Patronio, has also
attracted much interest and attention by scholars and general
readers.30 Originally composed in 1335, it experienced a tremendous
30 Manuel, El Conde Lucanor.
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popularity and was first printed in 1575 and again in 1642.31 The
collection consists of three major parts, the first consisting of 51
ejemplos, i.e., didactic examples; the second, comprising sententiae
and proverbs; the third, a kind of theological treatise on how to
secure the salvation of one’s soul. Following various earlier models
(e.g., Petrus Alfonsi, Disciplina clericalis), the overall narrative
scheme is predicated on conversations between the Conde Lucanor
and his advisor Patronio, the latter serving as the storyteller who
provides with his narratives the desired teaching or lesson.32
Many times, Patronio does not resort to the fable, but in a good
number of his accounts he does, obviously drawing from a wide
range of older sources which also might include Arabic, Persian, or
Indian tales (Panchatantra?). We can often recognize those fables
from other collections, which does not diminish their value at all,
on the contrary. For instance, in “What happened to the swallow
with the other birds when she saw flax being sown” (no. 6), the
issue that worries Count Lucanor pertains to possible hostility by
his neighbors who are actually stronger than him. The fable told by
Patronio illustrates powerfully how to approach such a situation,
which can easily be applied to countless others until today. In this
fable, a swallow observes a farmer planting flax, and she immediately
realizes the future danger for herself and the fellow birds. Flax,
once having grown, can be transformed into nets and snares, so the
swallow goes to the other birds and advises them to uproot all the
young plants collectively in order to avoid future dangers. As to be
expected, no one wants to listen to its advice, both ignorant of the
threat to their existence and too dull to understand the connection
between flax seeds and future plant matter in the hands of a farmer.
The swallow appeals to the other birds repeatedly, all to no avail,
until it is already too late, with the flax having grown so much
31 Blecua, La transmisión textual de “El conde Lucanor”.
32 See, for instance, Devoto, Introducción al estudio de Don Juan Manuel; Flory, El Conde
Lucanor; the best website for this collection proves to be: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/
El_Conde_Lucanor (in German; last accessed on Jan. 21, 2021).
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that birds would not be able to pull them out of the ground with
their claws and beaks. Having realized the changing condition,
facing the unavoidable threat to its existence, the swallow turns
away from the other birds, submits under the farmer’s protection
and thus enjoys safety and a good livelihood. As the conclusion
tells the audience: “From that day forward swallows have lived
under man’s protection and are safe from him; but the other birds,
which refused to take precautions, are caught every day in nets and
snares” (67). For Patronio, this hence means that his lord should
take precaution and act wisely in the face of imminent danger: “the
wise man understands from the first sign or indication the harm that
can befall him, and takes precaution to prevent it happening” (69).
Of course, this fable only makes sense in the specific situation
when one lord is threatened by others who are clearly superior
to him, but who then accept him as their allied partner if he
accommodates himself with them in time to prevent major
damage to himself and his country. Looking for a discussion on
freedom, for example, would not take us anywhere, whereas the
central intention of this fable is to alert the audience to the great
importance of precaution in everything one does on a daily basis.
The example chosen here pertains to two horses which tend to fight
against each other. However, when they are suddenly threatened
by a lion, they change their minds, join forces, and thus manage
together to chase the lion away. From that day on, the two horses
are best companions, having learned their lesson. “For a man should
do a great deal for his family and neighbours and tolerate a great
deal from them in order to avoid being harmed by outsiders” (79).33
In “What happened to a fox and a cock” (no. 12), Don Lucanor is
at a loss what to do in face of numerous enemies surrounding his
territories and whether he should abandon his own fortresses at the
margin of his lands or not. The subsequent fable illustrates the strong
message that to stand firm ground would always be better than to flee
and thus to demonstrate one’s fear and insecurity. Patronio relates of
33 For bibliographical references and the historical background, see England, ed. (see note
30), 329. Each individual narrative is accompanied by such commentary.
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a cock that is chased by a fox but can flee onto a tall tree where it is
entirely safe. The fox, however, attacks the tree with all its might as if
it could indeed fell it with its teeth and tail. This frightens the cock so
much that it eventually flies to another tree, and then to another, and
so forth, until the end of the forest, and then the fox is able to catch and
to kill it as its food. The advice resulting from this fable is as follows:
“if you are resolute from the beginning, you will be safe, as the cock
would have been if it had remained in the first tree” (95). The more
general recommendation, however, is of a rather philosophical kind
because the prince should, like all reasonable people closely observe
rationality and think through the entire situation before he would
make any move, “for it is a fact that those in danger who defend
themselves are much more likely to escape than those who flee” (97).
In a rather convoluted but powerful fable, “What happened to the
lion and the bull” (no. 11), we learn of a close friendship between
these two animals, which makes them to the uncontested rulers over
all herbivores and carnivores. In order to undermine and destroy this
friendship, which the other animals recognize as being the greatest
source of strength for the two, they ask the fox and the ram, both
being more trusted by the bull and the lion respectively according to
their kind, to sow discord between them. Intriguingly, they manage
to do so not by talking to the two rulers, but to their confidants, the
bear and the ram. Although the bull and the lion do not believe those
rumors at first, those continue to spread and build up, which soon
enough creates actual friction between both, which subsequently
turns into hatred and violence, and thus they lose their original power.
As Patronio illustrates in his epimythium,
because they failed to understand that their status and power over all
the other animals depended upon their friendship and mutual help, and
because they gave up the benefits of their friendship and were unable
to guard against the bad advice given them by those wishing to become
oppressors instead of oppressed, the lion and the bull came out of this
very badly: where they had previously ruled over all the animals, they
came to be ruled over by them. (143)
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As before, this Castilian author emphasizes the great relevance
of friendship which must be strongly supported and protected
against ill advice, suspicion, and rumors. There are, as Patronio
observes too many people out there who operate with “deception
and trickery” (145). Friendship can be safely maintained if both
sides understand clearly that they need each other and provide
assistance to the others even under the worst circumstances,
which then builds and extends mutual trust and love: “durará
el amor entre vós” (144; friendship between you will last).
Finally, let us also consider briefly the last story, although it is not
a fable in the traditional sense, with no animals appearing as the
actors. Here a proud king is suddenly replaced by an angel who
takes on the king’s appearance, which leaves that man in utter
shambles. He suffers so badly for a long time that he abandons all
of his previous pride and becomes a very humble man repenting
all of his previous sin. Once he has changed his heart entirely, the
denouement takes place, the angel reveals his own identity and
allows the king to return to his previous position on the condition
that he abandon for good the sin of pride (319). Since that is the
case, and the old or new king truly demonstrates that he has learned
his lesson, the angel then leaves and allows the changed man to
run his country in a humble manner, looking out for his people.
This then leads Patronio to conclude his lesson, which can stand
for the entire collection of tales, filled with profound insights into
the many human shortcomings and failures, and yet also in the
potentials for reform and growth in virtue, humbleness, and wisdom:
And if you, my lord Count Lucanor, wish to earn God’s grace and a
good reputation in this world, do good works and do them well, without
hypocrisy or deception, and above all else, guard against pride, and be
humble, without cant or hypocrisy; but your humility should always be
in line with your estate, so that you will be humble, but not humbled
[omildoso, mas non omillado]. (321)

It is worth noting in passing that a twentieth-century German writer,
Werner Bergengruen (1892‒1964) obviously picked up the same story
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and rendered it into his own version, “Der Kaiser im Elend” (published
first in 1946; The Emperor in Misery), which underscores, at least in
this case, the universal meaning and value of medieval fable literature
and related genres as they influenced modern literature as well.34
Kalila and Dimna
To round off our reflections and to widen the perspective regarding
the universal, i.e., global nature of fable literature, let us also consider
some examples in the medieval Persian collection titles Kalila and
Dimna.35 It was originally compiled sometime between the third
century B.C.E. and the third century C.E. in India under the title
Panchatantra, and has been preserved in its latest iteration from
ca. 300 C.E.36 In the mid-sixth century C.E., the physician Burzoë,
at the request of Chosroë I Anoshirvan, ruler of Persia from 531 to
579, translated those tales into Middle Persian. This collection, in
turn, was translated into Old Syriac not long afterwards, and in the
middle of the eighth century, the Persian Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ translated
it into Arabic; this became the source for many other translations,
such as into Greek by Simeon, son of Seth, in ca. 1050, then into Old
Slavonic, and Medieval Italian. A Hebrew translation by Rabbi Joel
appeared at the end of the twelfth or early thirteenth century, which
���������������
Bergengruen, Die Sultanrose und andere Erzählungen, 78-95. ������������������������
I do not think that anyone else has ever recognized this indirect connection with this Spanish text, although it
is well known that Bergengruen drew from many different historical-literary sources and
predicated many of his novels and short stories on medieval and early modern narratives
and accounts. There is, however, another possibility as well. The same story, maybe one
of the earliest versions of its kind, is also contained in the Gesta Romanorum (late thirteenth or early fourteenth century, so, more or less contemporary with Conde Lucanor) as
no. 59, “Of excessive pride, and how the proud are often brought to extreme humility: a
notable tale.” Gesta Romanorum: A New Translation, 147-53. See also Bänziger, Werner
Bergengruen, 47-53. Bergengruen seems to have learned of this story through the Gesta in
German translation, but he also might have read a version of the Conde Lucanor. All three
texts are, to be sure, thematically and conceptually closely related.
35 Munshi, Kalila and Dimna. For very convenient brief summaries of most of the fables,
see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kal%C4%ABla_wa-Dimna (last accessed on Jan. 22,
2021). This also includes links to various digitized versions.
36 The Panchatantra Reconstructed; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panchatantra. For a
succinct overview of the various stages in the history of research on this work and an
excellent summary of the individual tales, see https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panchatantra
(both last accessed on Jan. 22, 2021).
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Giovanni da Capua translated into Latin by the end of the thirteenth
century. This, in turn, became the source of the German translation
by Antonius von Pforr in 1480 (printed). A Spanish translation of the
text by Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ appeared in 1251 (anonymous), and many
other translations into different languages followed.37 There are some
shared motifs in the eastern and the western tradition, and the ethical
ideals prove to be surprisingly similar, which underscores once
again the supreme importance of fables for the exploration of world
literature. For our purposes, it does not matter whether they served
as a kind of ‘mirror for princes’ or as generally didactic works.38
It is not our task here to provide a detailed discussion of this major
piece of world literature, to analyze its structure, language, imageries,
etc. What matters here only concerns the universal messages
contained in the fables, such as in “The Contentious Turtle and the
Ducks” (pp. 31‒32). Here, the turtle and the ducks live peacefully
together in a pond, when the water suddenly dries up. This forces the
ducks to leave, and the turtle begs them to take it with them. They
are hesitant since they do not trust that the turtle could strictly follow
their advice. Whatever people might say about the sight, the turtle
would have to keep its mouth shut, otherwise, disaster would strike.
The turtle must hold on to a stick which the ducks carry up into the
air by means of its mouth. But as soon as people espy this curious
sight and call out the funny turtle, the latter cannot hold out for
long and eventually yells back at them, but it falls to its death. The
ducks remind the turtle, and thus also the readers: “‘Well-wishers
give advice. The fortunate heed it’” (32). It is wisdom, after all,
combined with practical knowledge, nevertheless what animals are
involved and what the actual difficult or dangerous situation might
be. As much as the ducks tried their hardest to protect their friend
from a dangerous situation, they were apprehensive of his inability to
observe self-discipline and the strong advice they had given him. And
37 Munshi, Kalila and Dimna (2019), ix–xiii; cf. now Classen, “India, Persia, and Arabia,”
119–45.
38 Luce, “Mirror for Princes (Islamic),” 1916-20; Bratu, “Mirrors for Princes (Western),”
1921-49
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indeed, the turtle could not resist to fight back against people’s foolish
comments and ridicule, although this then brings about its own death.
Not very different, and yet adding a nuanced perspective, in “The
Bird That Tried to Advise Monkeys” (34‒35), a bird observes
monkeys foolishly trying to use a firefly to start a fire and to get
warm in a stormy cold night. A man observes the bird’s efforts to
instruct them of the uselessness of their attempt, and he warns it
that this attempt would lead nowhere: “To attempt to reform such
persons is like testing a sword on a stone or hiding sugar under water”
(34). But the bird does not heed him, flies down to the monkeys in
order to teach them, and those immediately grab it and kill it. This
little fable proves to be valuably in various ways because it first
exposes the monkeys in their foolishness, second, it demonstrates
that ignoramuses cannot be taught; and third, the narrator voices
admonishment not to abandon one’s own caution and to mingle with
one’s enemies just because there seems to be time to offer advice.
In “The Iron-Eating Mice” (38) a merchant entrusts a large amount
of iron to a friend before he has to go on a journey. The other
proves to be an untrustworthy person because he sells the iron and
pockets the money. When the friend later returns and wants his
iron back, he is told that mice have eaten the iron which had been
deposited in a cellar. The cheated merchant seems to accept this
explanation, but the next day he abducts one of the friend’s sons.
It is unclear whether he kills him or sells him into slavery, but the
boy is gone missing, and when this calamity is announced in the
city, the other man explains that a hawk had carried off the son.
His friend scoffs at this explanation as being an impossibility of
nature, whereupon the other man retorts: “‘In a city in which mice
can eat a hundred maunds of iron a hawk can carry off a child” (38).
As in all three other fable collections, the narrator here also
offers a commentary, which proves to be extensive and leads
to additional points that do not need to be discussed here.
Nevertheless, the ethical and didactic messages are very clear
and strongly formulated, but interestingly in such a way that they
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are not subject to any cultural or political conditions. This and all
the other accounts could have been told within any other context,
which easily explains the great popularity of Kalila and Dimna
– and by the same token also the popularity of the other fable
collections. However, the structure of this story-telling sequence is
highly complex, often one fable leading directly over to another,
and each illuminating the previous one. And stories about animals
interacting with each other – often in a hostile manner – are often
followed by those about people and their misfortune or ignorance.39
But then there are also accounts that combine the animal with the
human world and thus teach their own lessons, one of which proves
to be “The Mouse That Was Offered the Sun, the Could, the Wind,
and the Mountain in Marriage” (90‒91). A baby mouse is dropped
by accident by a kite in front of a holy man who takes it home but
prays that it be turned into a human creature. This is then the case,
and the little girl soon grows up and reaches a marriageable age. The
holy man then invites her to choose a husband, and she only wants
to be married to a strong and powerful man. The subsequent effort
to find such a person soon proves to be ironic because whoever she
is offered to (the sun, the cloud, the mountain) admits that he is
not the strongest and so defers to the next stronger entity. Not even
the mountain can claim to be all-powerful and actually refers to the
mouse because “‘He can gnaw into me and make his home in my
heart, and I cannot even think of getting rid of him’” (91). However,
the mouse refuses to marry the girl because his wife must be of his
own species, so the holy man prays again, the young woman turns
back into a mouse, which concludes the story with a happy end.
Even though this fable is embedded in a rather complex narrative
context, in itself it relates the universal observation that a good
marriage can only be between likes, and not unlikes. Moreover,
the girl’s dream of being associated with the most powerful person
in the world soon shatters because each of those who seem to
fit that category prove to be rather inferior to others, which then
�������������
Obermaier, Das Fabelbuch als Rahmenerzählung, 48.
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closes the circle with the mouse emerging as stronger than even
a mountain, and thus emerges as the ideal marriage partner after
all. The parallel to one of the fairy tales in the famous collection
by the Brothers Grimm, Kinder- und Hausmärchen (first vol. in
1812), “Von dem Fischer un syner Fru” (no. 19; Of the Fisherman
and His Wife), though not a fable as such, appears striking and
would invite further discussions, but the medieval legend of St.
Christopher who similarly had looked for the strongest person in
the world in vain had also already addressed the same issue.40 But in
our context, we recognize the universal theme of the illusion of one
individual believing that he is the strongest in the world, when such
a claim easily can be deconstructed, though the question of what
defines strength crucially depends on the categories applied here.
The fable is certainly humorous in general; and it humors also
those guilty of arrogance, and advises the listeners to view life
in relative terms. The opposite is the case in “The Pair of Doves
That Stored Up Grain” (166‒67) in which tragedy concludes the
fable as a result of ignorance and lack of communication. A pair
of doves collect grain during the summer and deposit it in their
nest to keep it for the winter. But the heat dries up the grain and
makes it shrink, and when the male dove returns and finds the
storage much reduced, he believes that his female partner had eaten
much of it. Although she insists repeatedly that this is not the case,
he is so furious that he beats and kills her, only to realize during
winter, when the rains have returned, which make the grain swell
up again, that he had been wrong and had killed an innocent person.
Although the male dove then moans and bewails the horrible outcome,
the wife is dead, and he then formulates the only relevant lesson
40 Kinder- und Hausmärchen), 140-57. The
����������������������������������������������������
fairy tale was first recorded, based on oral accounts, by Philipp Otto Runge, who sent it to Johann Georg Zimmer, the editor of Achim
von Arnim’s famous collection of folk songs, Des Knaben Wunderhorn (1806), and through
the latter the Grimms learned about this story. See Runge, Jacob und Wilhelm Grimm,
„Von dem Machandelboom“. „Von dem Fischer un syner Fru“. Zwei Märchen textkritisch
herausgegeben und kommentiert von Heinz Rölleke. Schriftenreihe Literaturwissenschaft,
79. The medieval version of St. Christopher is contained, for example, in Jacobus de Voragine’s The Golden Legend, no. 100, vol. 2, 10-14. We are obviously dealing with an
archetypal motif here.
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here: “‘The worst part is that remorse has no benefit!’” (167). In
the subsequent reflections, the narrator offers much more extensive
comments, warning the king of observing rationality, perspicacity,
understanding the consequences of one’s actions, and acting prudently
in all matters in life. Applied to the ideal of kingship, we are told:
“A successful monarch is one who reflects on the end results and
consequences of his actions and who inflicts little harm, does good,
and listens to the words of his counselors” (167). As is often the case,
the commentator goes so far as to emphasize that one should worry
about the person who is impetuous to do evil and about the person who
could do good but refrains from it. Moreover, one should stay away
from those who regard good and evil as almost indistinguishable,
who are not afraid of the torments of the afterlife, who happily
transgress all moral and ethical norms, and, finally, who do not keep
their hearts “from greedy, envious, and harmful thoughts” (167).
Altogether, we can certainly conclude that the fables and many
other tales in Kalila and Dimna address the wide range of human
shortcomings, failings, worries, misconceptions, fears, cowardice,
and evilness, but also formulate ideas how to improve one’s life,
how to avoid wrongdoings, how to listen to good advice, and how to
perform by ethical standards. In some fables, typically Indian animals
appear, but in most cases, the fables contain universal messages
related by and about animals as they can be found all over the world.
By the same token, hence, these are fables that were popular
in many different languages and cultures not only because
of their high entertainment value, but particularly because of their
universal messages. Once again, we thus observe that discussing
fables from across the world lays the groundwork for a powerful
new approach to world literature.
Conclusion
I have examined a selection of fables from four sources, Marie de
France, Ulrich Bonerius, Don Juan Manuel, and the anonymous
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author/s of Kalila and Dimna, covering Anglo-Norman, SwissGerman, Castilian Spanish, and Indian/Persian/Arabic etc.
literature. I have not tried to argue that fable x was directly based on
fable y, etc. In many cases, there was probably a direct or indirect
dependency, but overall, it would be a highly contested and tricky
endeavor to postulate specific bridges between so-called source texts
and later manifestations of fables. Much more important proves to
be the realization that all the authors included here had powerful
messages for humankind at large, addressing fundamental concerns
about vices and virtues, about ignorance versus rationality, about
ethical concerns versus mean-spirited, evil, and malicious behavior.
What we can certainly confirm is that in essence there are not huge
differences among these fable authors concerning their ideals and
intentions, and we could easily resort to many other examples
from Arabic, South-American, Siberian, or African fables, only to
reach the same insight that the literary discourse, here allegorically
predicated primarily on the appearance and operations of animals,
addresses universal human concerns, desires, fears, ideals, and values.
In light of global challenges we all face today, such as the COVID19 pandemic, or global warming, we are suddenly reminded by
these medieval fables that we all are part of the human family and
need to listen to simple but straightforward advice, as formulated
consistently by fable authors throughout time and across the world.
The differences between Marie’s Fables and Kalila and Dimna
are only small to some degree, but not in essence. People need to
learn, as we hear from medieval and modern fables, from western
and eastern fables, humbleness, alertness, critical thinking, rational
approaches in their lives, loyalty, honor, and trust. Ulrich Bonerius
and Don Juan Manuel offer many insights even for us today, and
in face of the entire fable literature we are suddenly confronted
by the realization that literature is the expression of humanity
at large, and hence enjoys the highest priority in all our lives.
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Historical or linguistic boundaries are, as the fables tell us,
ultimately meaningless because they practice what recent literary
theoreticians have preached, to accept that we live within a global
universe. Incorporating Kalila and Dimna into the discourse of
western medieval fable literature, we gain not only new perspectives
concerning world literature, we also recognize how much poets
throughout time and in many different cultures actually pursued
the same values and purposes, to improve people’s lives by way of
literary entertainment and instruction, just in the way as the Roman
poet Horace had already formulated it in his Ars Poetica (65‒8
B.C.E.), Aut prodesse volunt aut delectare poetae.
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